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The Quest for Indonesian Islam: 
Contestation and Consensus Concerning Veiling 
 
THESIS ABSTRACT 
 
This study examines various transformations in the practice of veiling which 
have involved changes in its meaning for Indonesian Muslims.  It concentrates on a 
forty-year period from the New Order to the Reform Era.  In particular, it focuses on the 
interplay between the practice of wearing the veil and the changing social and political 
constellation in Indonesia, and relates these to the presence of both contestation and 
consensus regarding veiling among Indonesian Muslims.   
After conducting one year’s fieldwork in some regions of Indonesia, I found 
significant changes in how Muslims negotiate their daily lives in connection with the 
idea of veiling.  While a ‘relaxed’ form of veiling has long been practiced by santri 
(devout) Muslims, veiling has assumed an absolute meaning for other Muslims, 
especially since the increasing Islamisation of various social classes.  The practice of 
veiling has become pervasive among Muslims: at the same time, it is intertwined with 
fashion trends, commercialisation and the expression of personal and religious identity.  
Although some Modernist Muslims continue to contest the Islamist discourse 
regarding veiling, there is a growing trend to make veiling mandatory in certain parts of 
Indonesia.  Veiling became oppressive rather than liberating in the areas where it has 
been imposed in the public domain.  The appearance of the veil also changed: from a 
modest and traditional practice (kerudung), it was turned into the mandatory jilbab, 
which covers the head, neck and chest much more strictly.  The veil transformed again 
in some parts of Indonesia, to become a fashion item: this made it a promising product 
for industry and marketing, due to the growing number of Muslim consumers.  At the 
same time, in some places it has continued to be imposed by local Islam-oriented 
regimes which tend to want to control public behaviour according to their interpretation.  
In the light of these changes, I argue that the changing social and political conditions in 
contemporary Indonesia have impelled Muslims to search for an “Indonesian Islam”: 
what form that indigenous version of Islam will take is still being negotiated.  
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Glossary 
 
Abangan Muslims nominal or less strict muslims, usually refers to Javanese 
Muslims 
adat Customary or traditional law 
Aisyiyah women’s wing of the reformist organisation muhammadiyah 
akhwat Literally means sister (Arabic) 
al-khimar head veil 
Asbab al-nuzul Circumstances and context for the revelation (of the Qur’an) 
aurat Nakedness, pudenda 
baju koko a  long-sleeved plain coloured shirt without a collar that is 
usually worn by men to go to prayers  
baju kurung loose long-sleeved tunic  
bundo kanduang Minangkabau honorific title for elder women 
Bupati Head of kabupaten (regency, district) 
busana muslim  An Islamic clothing ensemble: long loose clothing worn with 
a headscarf 
ciput  a simple, snug-fitting scarf to be worn over the head, under 
the headscarf to cover the hair.  It looks like a snail shell – 
ciput – and is also called the jilbab topi, or jilbab hat; it is a 
stylish one-piece design 
dakwah ‘the call’; preaching, proselysation, Islamic outreach 
dzalim Tyranny  
fatwa non-binding religious decisions in Islamic law 
fiqh Islamic jurisprudence 
fitnah chaos or discord, turmoil 
hadith Report or account of the words and deeds of the Prophet  
hajj Pilgrimage 
haram Forbidden, unlawful 
hijab Literally means ‘curtain, separation’. It segregates individuals 
or groups from society 
IAIN Institut Agama Islam Negeri, State Institute for Islamic 
Studies 
ibadah Worship, religious rituals and duties 
ITB Institut Teknologi Bandung, Bandung Institute of Technology 
jihad to strive or struggle  
JIL Jaringan Islam Liberal, Liberal Islamic Network 
jilbab Women’s head-covering that leaves only the face exposed 
jilbabisasi the growing prevalence of the jilbab among indonesian 
women 
jubah long loose Arabic robe 
kaffah Totality in practicing Islam 
kain A tightly-wrapped batik sarong  
kebaya Close-fitting traditional blouse 
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kerpus internal headscarf  
kerudung Loose headscarf; it was once known as kudung 
khilafiyah A contentious legal matter on which the opinion of ulama is 
divided 
khittah the spirit of the strategy of the NU founding fathers 
kiai Noble, lofty; title of religious scholar or leader 
kopiah  black velvet fez or felt hat for men 
kudung Muslim head shawl 
kyai male religious leader or scholar who often owns a pesantren 
Libasut taqwa Raiment of righteousness  
Majelis Tarjih Majelis Tarjih dan Pengembangan Pemikiran Islam (Council 
on Law-making and the Development of Islamic Thought); 
founded by Muhammadiyah in 1927  
maksiyat An immoral act, immorality 
muallimat Religious teacher training for women 
mufassir Scholar who specialises in Qur’anic commentary 
Muhammadiyah Modernist Islamic organisation founded in 1912 by Ahamd 
Dahlan 
muhrim close relative who is not a marrying partner  
MUI Majelis Ulama Indonesia, Indonesia Ulama Council 
Muslimat NU women’s wing organisation of NU 
nagari traditional village in Minangkabau, West Sumatra 
Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) “The Revival of Religious Scholars”, Indonesia’s largest 
Islamic organisation, established in 1926 by Hasyim Asy’ari 
and Wahab Hasbullah to promote traditionalist Islam 
Nasyiatul Aisyiyah The young women’s section of Muhammadiyah 
ninik mamak Minangkabau term used to refer to one’s mother’s eldest 
brother  
nyai wife of a kiai (see above); a female ulama and teacher in 
Indonesia; particularly in Java 
pengajian religious study group 
perda  peraturan daerah (a regional law) 
perna   peraturan nagari (a village law in West Sumatra) 
pesantren “Place of the santri”, a traditional Islamic boarding-school 
pitji felt hat 
qath’i a definite or categorical principle in the Qur’an or Hadith 
whose meaning can not be negotiated or reinterpreted 
rajam Death by stoning; the punishment for a married man who has 
unlawful sexual intercourse 
ramadhan Ninth month of the Islamic calender during which fasting is 
required 
santri A devout muslim 
seragam uniform 
shahabat A companion of the Prophet 
shalat prayer conducted 5 times daily 
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shalawat praises or odes for the Prophet Muhammed 
sharia Islamic law 
tabir curtain used to segregate the sexes 
talakuang/telekung headdress in the form of a veil  
tangkuluak/tengkuluk  folded or tied headdress  
taqwa God-fearing; observing God’s commands; piety  
UIN Universitas Islam Negeri, State Islamic University 
ulama religious leaders 
umat the ruled; the religious community 
ushul fiqh  The roots of jurisprudence; the principle and methods 
enabling the development of practical legal rules 
wali chief, elder 
zakat ‘purification’; the ‘wealth tax’, payment of which is one of 
the Five Pillars of Islam 
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